
Free Indeed!
Recently I had the privilege of speaking in a women’s prison.
I shared my story which I call, “How to Handle the Things You
Hate But Can’t Change.” (How’s that for a topic of interest
for incarcerated people?)

But then I was able to
speak  briefly  about
what we have in common,
a situational loss of
freedom.  I  have  lost
the  ability—the
freedom—to  walk,  and
they  have  temporarily
lost  the  ability—the
freedom—to walk out of
lockup.  Still,  even
while imprisoned by our
situations,  Jesus
offers  true  freedom

that has nothing to do with our circumstances. He promised to
His disciples, “You will know the truth, and the truth will
set you free.” He even said, “If the Son sets you free, you
will be free indeed.” (John 8:32, 36)

So what does THAT mean?

What was so crazy great about this opportunity to speak to and
hug and love on the precious ladies in the women’s prison, was
that the previous weekend I had given four messages on freedom
at a women’s retreat at sea. (You can listen to the recordings
here, if you like.) So many facets of freedom were already
rolling around in my head as I thought about Jesus’ offer of
freedom to women in prison.

• As we look at our past, Jesus can set us free from guilt
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when  we  confess  our  sins  and  receive  His  forgiveness  and
cleansing (1 John 1:9). He can set us free from shame, that
feeling of not just making a mistake, but being a mistake,
when we receive His gift of honor as He showers pleasure and
acceptance on us.

•  As  we  look  at  our
present, Jesus can set
us  free  from  the
“tapes”  of  lies  and
misbeliefs that control
our  lives,  as  we
replace the lies with
His  truths.  For
example,  a  number  of
the  ladies  at  the
retreat  had  lived  in
bondage to the lie that
they had to be perfect in order to be acceptable. The weight
of  needing  to  be  perfect  is  soul-killing  because  it’s
impossible for imperfect people to be perfect! But we can be
set free by embracing the truth that only God is perfect, so
we can let go of the unrealistic expectation that we can ever
live perfectly this side of heaven. God knows we will stumble,
and He has promised to hold our hand when we do. And beyond
that, He understands our longing for perfection is actually a
longing for the perfect home of Eden, which we will get to
experience on the New Earth we read about in the book of
Revelation.

• We can walk in the breathtaking freedom from the soul-
crushing imprisonment of unforgiveness by forgiving those who
have hurt or offended us. The weight of others’ sins against
us is bad enough, but Jesus said that if we refuse to forgive,
we will be subject to tormentors—demonic torturers (Matthew
18:34-35). When we release our offenders over to Jesus for Him
to deal with, we are set free—free indeed!



• As we think about the future, there is glorious freedom when
we trust God instead of being controlled by fear. So often, we
are in bondage to fear because we want to be in control. We
forget that we are not God, wanting to manage not only our own
lives but the lives of others. There is freedom in trusting
God instead of trying to control others.

• Proverbs 29:25 assures us that fear of man is a snare. This
isn’t  talking  about  being  afraid  of  people  like  some  are
afraid of heights, or the dark, or spiders. Fear of man is
about working for other people’s approval and fearing their
disapproval. When we look to Jesus, though, we see how He
modelled living for “an audience of One,” caring only about
pleasing  His  Father  (John  8:29).  When  we  follow  Christ’s
example, living to please the Father instead of fickle people,
there is freedom! I can personally attest to this. Because of
my stubborn attachment to a biblical sexual ethic, I have been
slimed online by people who despise God’s standards. The slime
slides off, though, when I keep my focus on the Lord and, like
Jesus in Hebrews 12:2, I can “despise the shame” by refusing
to accept it. That’s what freedom feels like!

• There is true freedom in accepting God’s choices for our
lives:  personality  and  temperament,  introversion  or
extroversion, health limitations, even capacity. (Some people
naturally have a “gallon” energy tank, while others naturally
have  a  cup.)  Resenting  and  fighting  God’s  choices—even
gender!—leads to expending mental and emotional energy that is
restricting and costly. But embracing God’s right to make
these decisions for our design and our lives, laying down our
non-existent “right” to define ourselves the way WE want,
brings us freedom.



•  One  of  my  dear
friends discovered, in
the process of working
through the challenges
of parenting a prodigal
adult child, that there
is  freedom  in  owning
100%  of  our  own  part
and  0%  of  other
people’s  choices  and
behaviors.  There’s  no
point  in  taking  on

guilt or responsibility for someone else’s choices; they are
completely responsible for their part.

• And finally (though definitely not exhaustively), we are
free to choose our attitudes. We can decide to either live in
bondage  to  an  attitude  of  entitlement  or  a  continual
expectation of the negative, or live in freedom by developing
an attitude of gratitude. I love Dr. Charles Swindoll’s poem
on Attitude:

The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitude
on life.

Attitude, to me, is more important than facts.
It is more important than the past,

than education, than money,
than circumstances, than failure, than successes,

than what other people think or say or do.
It is more important than appearance, giftedness, or skill.
It will make or break a company . . . a church . . . a home.

The remarkable thing is we have a choice
everyday regarding the attitude
we will embrace for that day.
We cannot change our past . . .

we cannot change the fact that people
will act in a certain way.



We cannot change the inevitable.
The only thing we can do is play on the one string we have,

and that is our attitude.
I am convinced that life is 10% what happens to me

and 90% of how I react to it.
And so it is with you . . . we are in charge of our Attitudes.

It’s  possible  to  be  “free  indeed.”  Regardless  of  your
circumstances.  Choose  the  freedom  Jesus  offers!

 

This blog post originally appeared at
blogs.bible.org/engage/sue_bohlin/free_indeed on July 25,

2017.

The  Psychology  of  Prisoner
Abuse
Those Awful Pictures

Do  you  remember  how  you  felt  as  the  Iraq  prisoner  abuse
scandal began to unfold in spring 2004? Maybe you saw the
disturbing  pictures  when  they  were  first  aired  on  CBS
television’s 60 Minutes II. Soon they were transmitted around
the globe. They greeted you on the front page of your morning
newspaper and on the evening news. The stream seemed endless.

You  saw  naked  Iraqi  prisoners  in  various  stages  of
humiliation: hooded, naked men stacked in a pyramid; others
lying on the floor or secured to a bed; one in a smock
standing  on  a  box  with  his  arms  outstretched  and  wires
attached  to  him.  In  some  of  the  photos,  male  and  female
American  soldiers  grinned  and  pointed.  In  one  picture,  a
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female soldier stood holding a leash around the neck of a
naked male prisoner. In others, soldiers grinned over what
appeared to be a corpse packed in ice.

What feelings did you experience? Shock? Anger? Rage? Disgust?
Maybe you felt embarrassed or ashamed. “How could they do such
degrading  things  to  other  human  beings?”  you  might  have
wondered.  Perhaps  you  feared  how  the  growing  storm  might
affect the life of your friend or family member serving in
Iraq.  Or  wrestled  with  how  to  explain  the  abuse  to  your
children.

Finger pointing began almost as soon as the story broke. High-
ranking military and government officials announced that these
were aberrations carried out by a few unprincipled prison
guards.  Accused  military  police  claimed  they  were  merely
following orders of military intelligence officials to soften
prisoners up for interrogation. Others insisted soldiers had a
moral obligation to disobey orders to do wrong. The accused
countered that the harsh techniques were in place before they
arrived for duty at the prison. Ethical arguments surfaced
that the war on terror demanded tough methods to help prevent
another 9/11.

What factors prompt people to abuse others in such degrading
ways? What goes on inside the minds of the abusers? Are there
special  social  forces  at  work?  While  this  article  won’t
attempt to analyze specific cases in the Iraq prison scandal,
it will consider some fascinating psychological experiments
that reveal clues to the roots of such behavior. The results -
–  and  their  implications  -–  may  disturb  you.  A  biblical
perspective will also offer some insight.

The Stanford Prison Experiment

CBS News correspondent Andy Rooney said the Iraq prisoner
abuse is “a black mark that will be in the history books in a
hundred languages for as long as there are history books.”{1}



Stanford  University  psychologist  Philip  Zimbardo  was  not
surprised by the Abu Ghraib prison abuse. He had observed
similar behavior in his famous 1971 experiment involving a
mock  prison  in  the  basement  of  the  Stanford  psychology
building.{2}  The  experiment  showed  that  otherwise  normal
people can behave in surprisingly outrageous ways.

Zimbardo and his colleagues selected twenty-four young men
considered  from  interviews  and  psychological  tests  to  be
normal and healthy. Volunteers were randomly assigned to be
either “prisoners” or “guards.” Guards wore uniforms and were
told  to  maintain  control  of  the  prison  and  not  to  use
violence.

On  the  second  day,  prisoners  rebelled,  asserting  their
independence  with  barricades,  taunting  and  cursing.  Guards
suppressed the rebellion. Zimbardo reports that the guards
then “steadily increased their coercive aggression tactics,
humiliation and dehumanization of the prisoners.”{3} He says
the  worst  abuse  came  at  night  when  guards  thought  no
psychology staff were observing.{4} Zimbardo remembers that
the guards “began to use the prisoners as playthings for their
amusement…. They would get them to simulate sodomy. They also
stripped prisoners naked for various offenses and put them in
solitary  for  excessive  periods.”{5}  They  dressed  them  in
smocks, chained them together at the ankles, blindfolded them
with paper bags on their heads, and herded them along in a
group.{6} Sound familiar?

It was Berkeley professor Christina Maslach, Zimbardo’s then
romantic interest whom he later married, who jolted him back
to reality. On Day Five, she entered the prison to preview the
experiment in preparation for some subject interviews she had
agreed to conduct the next day. Shocked by what she saw, she
challenged Zimbardo’s ethics later that evening – screaming
and  yelling  in  quite  a  fight,  she  recalls.  That  night,
Zimbardo decided to halt the experiment.{7}



Zimbardo feels that prisons are ripe for abuse without firm
measures to check guards’ lower impulses.{8} He recommends
“clear rules, a staff that is well trained in those rules and
tight management that includes punishment for violations.”{9}

An old Jewish proverb says, “Like a roaring lion or a charging
bear  is  a  wicked  man  ruling  over  a  helpless  people.”{10}
Unfettered prison officials -– or most anyone -– can yield to
their baser natures when tempted by power inequalities.

The Perils of Obedience

What about those who say they were only obeying authority? How
far will people go to inflict harm under orders? In the 1960s,
Yale  psychologist  Stanley  Milgram  conducted  classic
experiments  on  obedience.{11}  (Ironically,  Milgram  and
Stanford  psychologist  Philip  Zimbardo  were  high  school
classmates.{12})

At Yale, Milgram set up a series of experiments “to test how
much pain an ordinary citizen would inflict on another person
simply  because  he  was  ordered  to  by  an  experimental
scientist.” He writes, “Stark authority was pitted against the
subjects’ strongest moral imperatives against hurting others,
and, with the subjects’ ears ringing with the screams of the
victims, authority won more often than not.”{13}

Milgram’s basic design involved a volunteer “teacher” and a
“learner.” The learner was actually an actor who was in on the
deception. The learner was strapped to “a kind of miniature
electric chair” with an electrode on his wrist. The teacher
sat  before  an  impressive-looking  “shock  generator  ”  with
switches indicating voltages from 15-450 volts.{14}

The  teacher  asked  test  questions  of  the  learner  and  was
instructed to administer increasingly large shocks for each
incorrect answer. (You say you’ve known some teachers like
that?) The machine here was a fake –- no learner received
shocks -– but the teacher thought it was real.



In the initial experiment, over 60 percent of teachers obeyed
the experimenter’s orders to the end and punished the victim
with the maximum 450 volts. Milgram found similarly disturbing
levels of obedience across various socioeconomic levels. His
conclusions after hundreds of experiments were chilling:

…Ordinary people, simply doing their jobs, and without any
particular hostility on their part, can become agents in a
terrible  destructive  process.  Moreover,  even  when  the
destructive effects of their work become patently clear, and
they  are  asked  to  carry  out  actions  incompatible  with
fundamental standards of morality, relatively few people have
the resources needed to resist authority.{15}

Why did they obey? Milgram offers several possibilities. Fears
of appearing rude, desires to please an authority, aspirations
to do one’s best, and lack of direct accountability can all
cloud judgment. But could there be something deeper, something
in  human  nature  that  influences  abuse?  A  famous  novel
illustrates how the dark side of human nature can affect group
behavior.

Lord of the Flies

Prisoner abuse shows what can happen when power inequalities
and inappropriate devotion to authority distort one’s moral
compass. Nobel laureate William Golding’s short novel, Lord of
the  Flies,{16}  illustrates  through  a  fictional  story  how
similar flaws can manifest in society. A film version of the
book  helped  inspire  the  popular  television  series
Survivor.{17}

Lord of the Flies opens on a remote, uninhabited island on
which  some  British  schoolboys,  ages  six  to  twelve,  find
themselves after an airplane crash. An atomic war has begun,
and apparently the plane was evacuating the boys when it was
shot down. The island has fresh water, fruit, and other food.
The setting seems idyllic. Best of all, the boys discover,



there are no grownups (the plane and its crew presumably have
washed into the sea).

Four central characters soon emerge. Ralph is elected leader.
Piggy, an overweight asthmatic and champion of reason, becomes
Ralph’s friend. Simon is a quiet lad with keen discernment.
Jack becomes a hunter.

At first, the boys get along without much conflict. Soon,
though, fears envelop them, and they debate whether an evil
beast might inhabit the island. Jack and his followers kill a
wild pig and, in frenzied blood lust, dance to chants of “Kill
the  pig!  Cut  her  throat!  Bash  her  in!“{18}  When  Ralph
criticizes Jack for breaking some tribal rules, Jack replies,
“Who cares?” His hunting prowess will rule.{19}

One  night,  some  boys  see  a  dead  parachutist,  which  they
mistake for the “evil beast” and flee. Jack posts a pig’s head
onto a stick in the ground as a gift for the beast. The
decaying, fly- covered pig’s head soon becomes for Simon the
“Lord of the Flies,” a sort of personification of evil.{20}
Later, Simon discovers that the feared “beast” is only a human
corpse.  Running  to  tell  the  group  this  good  news,  he
encounters  their  mock  pig-killing  ritual.  The  crazed  boys
attack Simon and kill him. Nearly all the boys follow Jack
and, acting like savages with painted bodies and spears, kill
Piggy and hunt down Ralph. Only the surprise appearance of a
British naval officer, drawn by the smoke from a fire, halts
the mad pursuit. Ralph and the boys dissolve in tears. Ralph
weeps,  as  Golding  writes,  “for  the  end  of  innocence,  the
darkness of man’s heart….”{21}

Lord of the Flies is filled with symbolism, both biblical and
from Greek tragedy. But Golding’s stated purpose was “to trace
the  defects  of  society  back  to  the  defects  of  human
nature.”{22} Could his point that darkness lurks in the human
heart help explain the prisoner abuse?



Animal House Meets Lord of the Flies

Prisoner abuse is a sad reality in the U.S. and abroad.{23}
The Iraq prisoner abuse scandal smacks of fraternity hazing on
steroids, Animal House meets Lord of the Flies. Consider from
this  sad  episode  some  lessons  for  both  prison  reform  and
society in general:

Establish clear rules for prison staff; train them well
and punish them for violations, as Stanford psychologist
Philip Zimbardo recommends.
Educate  against  blind  conformity.  Some  of  Milgram’s
experimental  subjects  found  the  strength  to  resist
abusive  authority.{24}  Some  psychologists  feel  that
strong moral values and experience with conformity can
strengthen moral courage.{25}
Involve external observers and critics. Often outsiders,
not emotionally swept up in a project or event, can
through their psychological distance more clearly assess
ethical issues. For example, Christina Maslach, Philip
Zimbardo’s  friend  and  colleague  who  challenged  the
ethics  of  his  prison  experiment,  credits  her  late
arrival on the scene with facilitating her concern. The
experimenters who had planned and had been conducting
the experiment for five days were less likely to be
startled  by  the  developing  misconduct,  she
maintained.{26}
Realistically appraise human nature’s dark side. Again,
Golding said Lord of the Flies was “an attempt to trace
the defects of society back to the defects of human
nature.”{27} Jesus of Nazareth was, of course, quite
clear on this point. He said, “From within, out of a
person’s heart, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality,
theft,  murder,adultery,  greed,  wickedness,  deceit,
eagerness for lustful pleasure, envy, slander, pride,
and  foolishness.  All  these  vile  things  come  from
within….”{28}



Some dismiss as simplistic any analyses of human suffering
that begin with alleged defects in human nature. They would
rather  focus  on  changing  social  structures  and  political
systems.  While  many  structures  and  political  systems  need
changing, may I suggest that a careful analysis of the human
heart is not simplistic? Rather it is fundamental.

Perhaps  that’s  why  Paul,  a  leader  who  agreed  with  Jesus’
assessment of human nature,{29} focused on changing hearts.
Paul was a former persecutor of Jesus’ followers who zealously
imprisoned  them{30}  but  later  joined  them  and  became  a
prisoner himself.{31} Paul eventually claimed that when people
place  their  faith  in  Jesus  as  he  had,  they  “become  new
persons. They are not the same anymore, for the old life is
gone. A new life has begun!”{32} Could this diagnosis and
prescription  have  something  to  say  to  us  amidst  today’s
prisoner abuse scandals?
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